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A Temporary Wall The low ridge you are about to cross is all that 

remains of an extensive wall that protected a small 

town located here from about 550 to 950 years 

ago. Life here was generally peaceful, but the 

townspeople must have felt threatened at some 

point and built this palisade.

To build the wall, they placed wooden posts in 

the ground six to eight inches apart, lashed them 

together with slender branches, and covered the 

branches with clay. The palisade deteriorated over 

a 10-to-20-year period. The residents apparently 

never felt the need to replace it. 
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The town extended from 
the semicircular palisade to the 
banks of the Tennessee River. 

Townspeople attach slender branches 
(wattle) between the posts.

Residents apply layers 
of clay (daub) to the 
outer wall.

From the eight 
bastions, warriors 
could shoot arrows 
along the wall at 
attackers.
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As you walk through the townsite, look for small earthen mounds 

similar to the one next to the wooden stake and the other mounds in 

front of you. These mounds are the remains of wattle-and-daub houses 

in which most of the town’s inhabitants lived.

Signs of Dwellings

At first, the floor of a dwelling was 
even with the exterior ground surface.

Over time, residents wore away the 
vegetation around the dwelling, and 
rains washed away some of the soil.

In about five years, the walls collapsed, 
and the materials eventually piled up 
on what had been the floor.  

Houses lasted only about five to ten 
years, so dwellings were constantly 
being built (as shown above). 
Residents placed wooden posts in 
the ground at four-foot intervals, 

bent the tops toward the center, and 
tied them together. They covered 
the roof with cane thatching or slabs 
of bark and wind-proofed the split-
cane walls with a thin layer of clay.

Unintentional Mounds

Constantly Building Houses
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The highest mound, straight ahead, 
rises 20 feet from the plaza floor.

Most of the townspeople 
lived in small, circular dwellings.

The large, rectangular buildings had 
a central ridge line and gable ends. 

The Center of Town You are entering the heart of the town—a fairly 

level plaza stretching from here to the edge of the 

river bluff. The large mounds you see here served as 

elevated platforms for civic buildings, temples, and 

homes of prominent leaders. 

Between 1100 and  1300, this town was one of the 

largest and most impressive communities along 

the entire river. Several hundred people lived here, 

and others came here regularly from villages and 

hamlets up and down the riverway, just as people 

might drive to Nashville or Memphis today. 
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Higher Ups
The Mississippian culture, like many others around the world, 
associated leadership and power with high elevations. In ancient 
Greece, temples and civic buildings were located on the acropolis, 
the uppermost part of the city. At Teotihuacán, in Mexico, temples 
were placed on high pyramids. And in Washington, D.C., the U.S. 
Capitol sits on a hill.
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You Are Here

A P R O N

25 ft

Over the years stream-bank erosion has reduced
the size of the apron and the mound

Changing Size and Colors 
Seven hundred years ago you would have been looking 

at a mound covered with bright red clay instead of green 

grass, and you would have been gazing respectfully at a 

ceremonial building on the top. 

The largest mound rises 25 feet above the ground’s 

natural level, where you are standing. Originally the 

mound may have been low and rounded on the top. 

Over the years, townspeople enlarged this structure by 

adding layers of black, yellow, and gray soil. They made 

the top flat and coated the surface red. They also added 

a six-to-eight-foot apron on the west and south sides. 

What all the colors mean is unknown. The colors may 

represent which clan was in power. White may represent 

peacful times and red, warlike periods.
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Revealing Colors
Excavations in 2001 – 2003 revealed bands of color 
in the mound. These layers were created as different 
kinds of clay were added to the mound.

Mound cross-sections, 2003
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Topped off with a temple, a chief’s residence, or a town hall, this 

mound served as the social and ceremonial focus of the community. 

The summit offered an unparalleled view of religious ceremonies, 

dances, games, and everyday activities on the plaza. The whole 

community, plus residents from nearby villages, gathered to celebrate 

the harvesting of the year’s corn crop — the beginning of a new 

year — with feasting, rituals, and dancing. Crowds watched and bet 

on teams competing at games of chunkey and stickball. And on other 

days, townspeople went to the plaza to catch up on the news, to see 

what was happening, and to be seen. 

A Vibrant Community

Stickball
Residents of Shiloh and neighboring towns 
competed in games of stickball, which was similar 
to lacrosse. The games were often rough and 
violent, resulting in serious injuries. Spectators 
wagered their clothing and valuables, sometimes 
everything they owned.

— found in 

Chunkey
Contestants rolled a chunkey stone across an open 
field and threw spears at the spot where they thought 
it would stop rolling.
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Surviving the Winter During the cold winter months, families lived mostly on 

corn, plus some dried fish and fresh meat. The women 

raised the corn, along with  squash and sunflowers, in 

gardens near their homes and on the bottomlands along 

the river. Men hunted deer, raccoons, and turkeys in 

the fall and winter and devoted the warmer months to 

catching fish and gathering shellfish. Women used the 

animal hides to make clothes for their families. 
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Maternal Clusters You are standing at the edge of a cluster of small 

dwellings. Families lived near each other—parents 

with young children, grandparents next door, 

and aunts and uncles nearby. Clan members were 

related through the female line; males and females 

belonged to the kin group of their mothers. Upon 

marriage, the groom built a house near his bride’s 

maternal relatives. 

Men held the prominent public leadership posts, 

but homelife revolved around the women and 

farmlands were passed on from generation to 

generation through the female line. 

House mound sites 
indicate family clusters 

ranged from three or four 
dwellings to a dozen or 
more. Some house sites 

have entirely disappeared.  
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Leaving Home The residents abandoned this site about 600 years 

ago. Why? No one knows for sure. There is no 

evidence they left abruptly or were forced out by 

enemies. Some houses were burned, but the people 

cleaned out their possessions beforehand, so the 

fires were probably planned. Possibly, families  

gradually abandoned this site as the soils became 

depleted from years and years of raising corn.

Where Did They Go?

The evidence is sketchy. Small groups 
may have gone in various directions 
and joined existing towns or created 
new settlements. Some of them may 
have moved upriver near present-day 
Florence, Alabama—but those villages 
were subsequently abandoned, about 
500 years ago. By that time, ancestors 
of the Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, and 
Cherokee had settled in the region. Some 
descendants of the people who lived here 
may have joined the Chickasaw, who lived 
the closest to this site.
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You are about to again cross the line of the palisade 

marking the western edge of the Shiloh Indian Mounds 

community. The path continues on to the parking area. 

Please be careful and watch for vehicles as you cross 

the road and return to the 21st century.

Crossing the Palisade
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